Colchester Reef Lighthouse

Location: Today, this relocated and restored lighthouse serves as a welcoming sanctuary near
the center of the Shelburne Museum’s campus. The Colchester Reef, where the lighthouse was
once situated, is located approximately a mile offshore from Colchester Point and roughly
seven miles northwest of Burlington.

In 1869, when lumber transportation was at its peak on Lake Champlain, the U.S. Lighthouse Board
recommended the construction of a lighthouse on Colchester Reef, southwest of South Hero Island, to
mark a group of three dangerous shoals.

The lighthouse, designed by Albert R. Dow, an engineer graduate from the University of Vermont, was
constructed by Luther Whitney in 1870-1871 at a cost of $24,500 — the most expensive light built on
Lake Champlain. The lighthouse served as the home and workplace of 11 successive keepers and
their families. At least one baby was born there. The first floor was divided into a living room and
kitchen and the second floor into four bedrooms. Coal stoves provided heat, while large pumps
retrieved water from the lake. The keepers used Hogback Island, the nearby island to the north, as
farmland.

The photograph above was taken in 1923 when the southwest corner of the lighthouse was split open
by the pressure of tons of ice. Huge ice chunks protruded through the opening and flooded the kitchen
floor. But within a few minutes, the wind reversed, the ice slid back, and all that was left of the near
disaster was a gaping hole in the kitchen wall.

In 1933, the lighthouse was decommissioned and was abandoned for several years. But, in 1952,

thanks to the efforts of Electra Havemeyer Webb, the lighthouse was dismantled from its site on the
lake and reconstructed at Shelburne Museum.
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